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Claims 

Wh^Hs claimed is: 

A method in a first vending machine of a plurality of vending machines for locating 
rby alternate vending machine having a desired product, the method comprising the 
steps (HS 

making available to the first vending machine information from nearby ones 
of the pluralitv of vending machines for coordinating product availability and vending 
machine location^ 

detemining, by the first vending machine, that the desired product is no 
longer available at the T«-st vending machine; 

obtaining >diereafter, by the first vending machine, the information 
comprising a location of theSaearby alternate vending machine for the desired product; and 
conveying by tnii first vending machine said location to a customer. 



2. 




ethod^ of claim 1, wherein the conveying step comprises the step of 
conveymg sa\g location to the customer in response to a selection of the desired product by 
the custom^ 



?K The method of claim 1 , wherein the obtaining step comprises the steps of: 

maintaining in the first vending machine a list of candidate alternate 
vending machines located near the first vending machine; and 

\. communicating with at least one of the candidate alternate vending 
machines to locate the desired product, when the first vending machine has no availability 
of the desired prodimt 

4. The method of clainM , wherein the obtaining step comprises the steps of: 

communicating, Biy a transceiver having a limited range, with at least one 
candidate alternate vending macMr^ within range of the transceiver, when the first 
vending machine has no availability of tte desired product. 
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5. The rft^thod of claim 4, wherein the obtaining step further comprises the steps of: 

Querying the at least one candidate alternate vending machine for its 

location; 

calculating a distance from the first vending machine to the at least one 
5 candidate alternate vending machine; and 

defining the at least one candidate alternate vending machine to be the 
nearby alternate vending machine for the desired product, only when the distance is less 
than a predetermined diWnce, 

10 6. The method of claim 1, wherein the plurality of vending machines also 
communicate with a serverAand wherein the obtaining step comprises the steps of: 

sending by the first vending machine a first query to the server regarding 
the desired product, in response to the first vending machine exhausting all stock of the 



desired product; 

15 determining by the server a candidate alternate vending machine near the 

first vending machine; \ 

transmitting by the server a second query regarding the desired product to 
the candidate alternate vending mach^e; 

receiving, by the server, a response from the candidate alternate vending 
20 machine indicating that the desired prc^uct is available, thereby defining the candidate 
altemate vending machine as the nearby alternate vending machine for the desired product; 
and \^ 

returning by the server to the^ first vending machine said location of the 
nearby altemate vending machine. 
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7. The method \)f claim 6, further comprising in the server the steps of: 

recording, in a transactions Hst, an entry comprising identifiers of the first 
vending machine, the nearby ahemate vending machine, and the desired product; 

receiving aVeport from one of the plurality of vending machines indicating 
5 that a product is no longer available; 

comparing an\dentifier of the one of the plurality of vending machines and 
the product with the transactions list to determine whether the one of the plurality of 
vending machines is serving as ihe nearby alternate vending machine for the product; and 

finding for the first vending machine another alternate vending machine for 
10 the product, when the one of the\^lurality of vending machines is serving as the nearby 
alternate vending machine for the pr^^uct. 

8. The method of claim 6, further^comprising in the server the steps of: 

recording, in a transactions list, an entry comprising identifiers of the first 
15 vending machine and the nearby alternate vending machine, and the desired product; 

receiving a report from one of the plurality of vending machines indicating 
that a product has become available; \y 

comparing an identifier of the one of the plurality of vending machines and 
the product with the transactions list to determine whether the one of the plurality of 
20 vending machines is the first vending machine and the product is the desired product; and 

clearing the entry in the transactions list, when the one of the plurality of 
vending machines is the first vending machineVnd the product is the desired product. 



9. The method of claim 8, further comprisingyin the server the steps of: 

\pl 
\ 



25 determining whether the one of the>plurality of vending machines is nearer 



than the nearby alternate vending machine is to the first vending machine, when the one of 
the plurality of vending machines is not the first vending machine and the product is the 



desired product; and 



redefining, for the first vending machine, the one of the plurality of vending 
30 machines as the nearby alternate vending machine for the desired product, when the server 
has determined the one of the plurality of vending machine^ is nearer to the first vending 
machine. 
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10. The method of claim 1, wherein the plurality of vending machines also 
conmiunicate with a^server, and wherein the method further comprises the steps of: 

communicating to the server by ones of the plurality of vending machines a 
product availability indicator whenever a product availability changes; and 

maintaining^ in the server a database of current product availability 
indicators and correspondingyvending machine locations, and 
wherein the obtaining step coim)rises the steps of: 

requesting from flie server by the first vending machine said location of the 
nearby alternate vending machine^ for the desired product, when the customer selects the 
desired product at the first vending machine; and 

sending, thereafter byVhe server, said location to the first vending machine. 

An apparatus in a first vending \nachine having an inventory sensor and a customer 
inte)^ce, the apparatus for locating a nearby alternate vending machine having a desired 
producls^the apparatus comprising: 

a transceiver for providing communications; and 

.a processing system coupled to the transceiver for controlling the 
transceiver and ptrocessing the communications, the processing system further coupled to 
the inventory sensos: and the customer interface, 
wherein the processink system is programmed to: 

cooperateSvith the inventory sensor to determine that the desired product is 
no longer available at the fir^^ vending machine; 

cooperate with ^e transceiver to obtain information made available to the 
first vending machine from a pWality of vending machines for coordinating product 
availability and vending machine location, the information comprising a location of the 
nearby alternate vending machine for theydesired product; and 

cooperate with the customerinterface to convey said location to a customer. 

12. The apparatus onclaimjl 1, wherein the processing system is further programmed to 
convey said location to^^^ustomer in response to a selection of the desired product by 
the customer through the customer interface. 
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13. The apparatus of claim 1 1, wherein the processing system is programmed to: 
™aintain a list of candidate altemate vending machines located near the first 

vending machin^; and 

control the transceiver to communicate with at least one of the candidate 
altemate vending machines to locate the desired product, when the first vending machine 
has no availability of the desired product. 

14. The apparatus of claim 1 1, 

wherein the transceiver has a limited range, and 

wherein th^ processing system is programmed to communicate with at least 
one candidate altemate vending machine within range of the transceiver, when the first 
vending machine has no availability of the desired product. 



15. The apparatus of clain^l4, wherein the processing system is programmed to: 

query the at least one candidate altemate vending machine for its location; 
calculate a distance from the first vending machine to the at least one 

candidate altemate vending machine; and 

define the at least one candidate altemate vending machine to be the nearby 

altemate vending machine for the\desired product, only when the distance is less than a 

predetermined distance. 



16. The apparatus of claim 1 1, wherein the plurality of vending machines communicate 

\ 

with a server, and wherein the processing system is further programmed to: 

\ 

send a first query to the server regarding the desired product, in response to 

\ 

the first vending machine exhausting all stock of the desired product; and 

receive from the server said location of the nearby altemate vending 

machine. 



17. The apparatus of claim 16, wherein the^processing system is further programmed 
to: 

send a report to the server indicatingNthat a product has become available, in 
response to the product being restocked after having ^een unavailable. 
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^^^^ A server for determining a location of an alternate vending machine near a first 
/ending machine, the alternate vending machine having a desired product that is 
ur^^available at the first vending machine, the server comprising: 
a processing system; and 

a transceiver coupled to the processing system for communicating with a 
plurality\f vending machines, 
wherein the. processing system is programmed to: 

\ cooperate with the transceiver to receive from the first vending machine a 
first query reg^ding the desired Ajroduct; 
10 / determine a c^didate alternate vending machine near the first vending 

machine; y A 

T^ausmi^ a second query regarding the desired product to the candidate 
alternate vending machn^e; 

receive a response from the candidate alternate vending machine indicating 
15 that the desired product is\available, thereby defining the candidate alternate vending 
machine as the alternate vending machine for the desired product; and 

return to the firsVvending machine said location of the alternate vending 

machine. 

The server of claim 18, wherein the processing system is further programmed to: 

record, in a transactions list, an entry comprising identifiers of the first 
vendih^ machine, the alternate vending machine, and the desired product; 

receive a report from one of the plurality of vending machines indicating 
that a product is no longer available; 
25 OQmpare an identifier of the one of the plurality of vending machines and 

the product with the transactions list to determine whether the one of the plurality of 
vending machines is serving as the alternate vending machine for the product; and 

find for tne first vending machine another alternate vending machine for the 
product, when the one of plurality of vending machines is serving as the alternate 
30 vending machine for the prodi 
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20. The ^rver of claim 1 8, wherein the processing system is further programmed to: 

record, in a transactions list, an entry comprising identifiers of the first 
vending machine, the alternate vending machine, and the desired product; 

Sceive a report from one of the plurality of vending machines indicating 
that a product hasx)ecome available; 

comWe an identifier of the one of the plurality of vending machines and 
the product with theXtransactions list to determine whether the one of the plurality of 
vending machines is th^ first vending machine and the product is the desired product; and 

clear the >entry in the transactions list, when the one of the plurality of 
vending machines is the firljt vending machine and the product is the desired product. 



The server of claim 20, wherein the processing system is fiarther programmed to: 

determine whether the one of the plurality of vending machines is nearer 
than the altei^rmte vending machine is to the first vending machine, when the one of the 
plurality of vendihg^machines is not the first vending machine and the product is the 
desired product; and 

redefine, for tfie^fet^vending machine, the one of the plurality of vending 
machines as the altemate vending m^chin^ for the desired product, when the server has 
determined the one of the plurality of vending machines is nearer to the first vending 
machine. 
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P^^^^ ^ server for locating an alternate vending machine near a first vending machine, 
the alternate \\ending machine having a desired product that is unavailable at the first 
vending machine, the server comprising: 
aWocessing system; and 

a Vansceiver coupled to the processing system for communicating with a 
plurality of vendina machines, 
wherein the processMg sy^t^m programmed to: 

recreKvoASpm^nes of the plurality of vending machines a product 
availability indicaVor wnferjever a product availability changes; 

maim^^J/a database of current product availability indicators and 
corresponding vending machine locations; 

receive a r^uest from the first vending machine for a location of the 
alternate vending machine ibr the desired product, when a customer selects the desired 
product at the first vending mkchine; and 

send said locatioh to the first vending machine. 



